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A derailed executive is one who, having reached the general manager level, finds that there is little chance of future advancement due to a misfit between job requirements and personal skills. The executive is either plateaued or leaves the organization altogether. Derailment in one company, however, does not permanently end a manager's career. Those who leave their organizations because they resign, are fired, or take early retirement often go on to either start their own companies or join other firms where they are successful.
Derailment then . . Table 1 shows how derailment factors have fared over the years. The earliest study by McCall and Lombardo in 1983 was based on a set of interviews with senior executives in three U.S.-based industrial organizations.2 This study found that executives who later derailed had typically run up a string of successes early on and were viewed as technical geniuses or tenacious problem solvers. Yet as they moved up in their organizations and job demands changed, some early strengths became weaknesses and some early weaknesses began to matter. The most common reasons for derailment were specific performance problems, insensitivity to others, failure to delegate or build a team, and overdependence on a single advocate or mentor. As in the studies conducted in the 80s, executives were asked to describe the careers of two managers they knew well (Americans in the U.S. case, Europeans in the E.U.), one who had made it to the top of the organization and one who had been seen as having senior management potential but who did not make it to the top or made it and was not successful.
Looking at He was always criticizing others, he felt free to do so without taking any responsibility for himself . .. His relationships with subordinates were not sound; he could be over-friendly but not over-concerned. His behavior was arrogant. In fact he used other people for his ambition. When he hired people he looked for people like himself, mirror images. Always a mistake. He left the company two years ago and I think that he is still looking for a job.
A penchant toward authoritarianism emerged as a factor among derailed European managers. They were often seen as ruling by fear or acting in a dictatorial manner.
People were quitting or requesting transfers. She expected complete loyalty, to the extreme. She was dictatorial, overly protective of the group and her own ideas which she forced onto the group. Once someone left, she barely said hello to them after that, and their accomplishments were forgotten. She tried to isolate the team almost completely from the other departments and the outside world, cutting all the links. That way her people couldn't learn about how other units functioned, how other managers behaved.
He (the derailed manager) stopped delegating and became the only central decision maker. He tried to centralize only around him. He became a dictator.
On the other hand, the only time an authoritarian style was identified as a derailment factor in the U.S. data was in the case of a manager who was unable to adapt to a change in the organizational culture.
This difference between European and U.S. managers may be explained in a couple of ways. First, the movement toward participative management has been underway in the U.S. for a longer time than it has in Europe. Second, the results may reflect differences in the cultural dimension known as power distance. Power distance is the extent to which one person; e.g., a boss, can determine the behavior of another person; e.g., a subordinate.8
The final characteristic of managers with interpersonal relationship problems is an unwillingness to communicate or a preference for operating on a solitary basis. Although problems with interpersonal relationships is one derailment factor that has endured over time and across the cultures considered here, this does not mean that all managers who have problems with interpersonal relationships will derail, or that problems with interpersonal relations (or any other single derailment factor) will lead to derailment in all organizations.9 The factor appears to be one that has much to do with the organizational culture. It also may be the case that, even if a manager derails for a combination of reasons, problems with interpersonal relations is one of the most obvious explanations for derailment after the fact.
He was not interested in communicating with

Failure to Meet Business Objectives
In every derailment study done, a track record of performance has been a typical reason given for derailed managers' initial success. Early in their careers, when jobs required technical skills or making and implementing decisions on one's own in a relatively stable system, derailed managers were able to meet business objectives. But when conditions changed and new skills and ways of working with others were expected, productivity problems arose for these same managers.
He had very disappointing business results. The marketplace competition was tight and at that time there were poor quality products to sell, but there was a great pressure to produce profits. There were wrong strategic decisions made. In general, corporate headquarters was very upset. His very senior level position was a make or break position but he could not produce results. He left the company and is now general manager of another business.
Failure to meet performance expectations has been identified as a source of derailment throughout the Center's program of research. It was attributed early on in research to a lack of follow-through on promises or to being overly ambitious. Frequently, the inability to deliver results was viewed as a betrayal of trust or unjustified self-promotion.'0
The case of self-promotion without the deliverables to support it was cited by many European senior executives in the most recent derailment studies. One interviewee offered this account:
He was very ambitious and spent a lot of time demonstrating it by telling others "I want to replace Mr. X or Y: I deserve it. I'm in a position to replace him." But there was no demonstration of competence to accompany this ambition. Over time, he demonstrated that he was less competent for the job he had . .. He is not trusted by internal customers in the field. They didn't see him as credible, knowledgeable enough to be competent.
Inability to Build and Lead a Team
Typically, derailment causes are closely related. For instance, the inability to build and lead a team may have led to a failure to meet business objectives, but it might also have been a function of some of the more personality-or relationship-oriented factors described earlier.
The inability to build and lead a team was an important derailment factor in one out of four of the European interviews and in one out of five of the American cases. One European executive described a manager who derailed as follows:
When he reached a position where he had to deal with significant numbers of people at different levels, he could not do it. He was very isolated, did not create a team, was over-confident, tough and individualistic. (1993, Europe)
One explanation for this outcome may be that traits such as assertiveness and initiative which get managers onto the fast track tend to be the same traits that later get in the way as these managers face the challenges of employing a more participative approach at the executive level.'" The ability to use a more relational orientation, to strike a balance between "mastery over" and "connection to" is critical to success at higher levels.'2 This stands in stark contrast to the mechanistic leadership style preferred in the bureaucratic organizational model followed by many companies. One American executive described a derailed manager's success early on as follows:
... at that time, these things (e.g., building a team) were not important. But the culture has changed. It used to be hard-nosed and authoritarian. In that context a manager could make decisions on his own, implement those, and be seen as successful. He has not been able to make this transition.
Inability to Change or Adapt During a Transition
The fourth enduring theme has to do with a manager's ability to adapt to changes required during transitions. When examined across studies, this theme has several dimensions. It includes the failure to adapt to a new boss with a different style; overdependence on a single skill and/or failure to acquire new skills; and the inability to adapt to the demands of a new job, a new culture or changes in the market (refer to Table 1 ).
Yet, despite its persistence over time, this is a theme that appears to have evolved in meaning and significance to senior executives. When adaptability was mentioned in the early derailment studies, it was chiefly in connection with adapting to a new boss with a different style.'3 Overdependence on a boss or mentor was a key derailment factor then. The inability to be open to new ways of working required by different bosses caused many managers to derail. In later studies overdependence on a single mentor or on a narrow set of skills became important, although it was not one of the factors with the strongest relationship to derailment. The inability to adapt is a critical factor in the derailment of women managers, partly because women, or anyone regarded as different by the dominant culture, may experience more pressure to change or adapt to the existing culture.'4 Today, in both Europe and the United States, senior executives appear to be placing a great deal more emphasis on the importance of being able to change or develop in job, culture or organizational transition periods. Just as important is the ability to adapt one's thinking to changes in the marketplace.
On the whole, almost two-thirds of both the American and the European managers who derailed in recent years were described as being unable to change or adapt. A European senior executive, reflecting on the climate of rapid change said:
Our industry was characterized by nationalization and privatization and periods of recession which were rapid and unpredictable. We were affected by global disorder and the fragile nature of the world economy. America and Japan exercised control. There was an emphasis on changing culture and the attitudes of people. One needed to understand different cultures, especially European and Japanese: "think globally, act locally." The company was over-structured and top-heavy with a "squelchy" middle management. Those who survived were efficient, flexible, and versatile.
While resistance to accepting change in organizational culture was a flaw among both Americans and Europeans, European managers are likely to derail because of difficulties in adjusting to other country cultures. This finding did not appear to be a factor in the derailment of U.S. managers. This is not to say that American managers do not have difficulty in this area, but that the senior executives interviewed did not raise it as an important aspect of derailment.
In many cases, the senior executives described repeated efforts to give the managers feedback on areas for improvement. For whatever reason, the derailed managers were unable or unwilling to learn from or apply the feedback.
I was coaching her. We had many sessions together where the problems were identified and we tried to come up with an action plan. Some problems she "owned," others she didn't. She really didn't change. She would change for a week or two, then return to base line.
When the inability to develop or adapt was related to a change in the nature or scope of a position, a derailed manager's plight was often attributed to a lack of depth or "too narrow a functional orientation." Because these managers never had the opportunity to develop multiple perspectives, when they were given the responsibility for much broader cross-functional areas of the organization, they derailed. 15 The Changing Dynamics of Derailment: Differences Over Time Although these four themes have consistently appeared in derailment studies over time, the actual dynamics of derailment seem to be shifting. These shifts reflect the changing and ever more complex demands on managers in more highly matrixed and often downsized organizations operating in global markets.
Several differences stand out when we compare the earlier U.S. studies to the most recent derailment research. First, in the view of senior managers, the ability to adapt and develop in the face of change or transition is more important now than ever before. It appears to be a factor in two-thirds of all derailments both in Europe and the United States. In fact, one issue mentioned in previous research but not found in recent interviews; i.e., strategic differences with management, is now seen as the failure on the part of managers to adapt to changes in the market or the organizational culture.
Derailment is a development issue, not a values issue.
In a sense, our study is as much a study of senior executives' perspectives of contemporary management competencies as it is a study of what derails managers. As the organizational environment has grown more uncertain and the marketplace more global, senior executives appear to be using different language to describe what is needed for success and what is involved in derailment. Rather than pointing to specific skill deficits, executives are beginning to recognize that it is more important to have managers who know how to learn to deal with change and complexity. 16 A second difference in derailment dynamics over time is the absence in this most recent study of any mention of overdependence on a boss or mentor-an important derailment factor in early studies. It may be that, given the downsizing and turbulent environments in organizations today, overdependence on a single boss or mentor has become an anachronism.
Third, although the inability to build and lead a team is a theme that can be found in all derailment research, the scope of what it captures has clearly changed over time. In the early interviews, this derailment factor had to do mostly with failing to staff effectively, to hire the right people or to hire one's own image. The language of those early interviews was set in the context of traditional hierarchical organizations operating in relatively stable environments. Yet in recent interviews, in both Europe and the U.S., senior executives place more emphasis on building productive teams and leading them effectively over time. Again, this shift in language may reflect the movement over the last decade toward flatter structures and the use of teams.
Discussion and Implications
European vs. American Derailers: More Alike than Different? The enduring themes in derailment factors detailed earlier are consistent for both European and American derailers. Whenever studies are done on leadership or leadership development, we expect to see significant differences between American managers and those in other countries. Such differences are usually notable when the issue at hand has to do with values, which tend to differ across cultures,'7 or when managers in the U.S. are compared to those working in organizations in very traditional or rural economies.
In reality, however, the economies and environments that form the working context for European organizations are not vastly different from those experienced by U.S. companies. In fact, recent research has shown that both the accountability hierarchies and organizational cultures are more alike across organizations than they are different.18
For the most part, national cultural value differences don't derail managers. Rather, derailment has to do with the fact that an individual is unable to "fit" with the evolving demands of the job over time and at successively higher organizational levels.
Derailment is a development issue, not a values issue. All organizations are made up of jobs that successively demand more and different skills and perspectives. Because these organizations face similar environments and markets, the requisite interpersonal skills, ability to adapt, and the ability to lead teams to high performance are similar. Thus, the dynamics of derailment will not differ dramatically. Derailment can be prevented, but only if managers and those around them are willing to work on some relatively tough developmental issues. Improvement in any of the four areas represented by the derailment themes described in this article requires that managers take an in-depth look at personal issues such as self-efficacy, self-esteem and need for control. Understanding why it may be difficult to relate comfortably to others, to learn in the face of change or to let go of personal achievement in favor of team-building may involve facing issues around trust, security, self-confidence or power.'9 The learning that is involved can be highly emotional, demanding an elevated level of readiness or maturity on the part of managers.20
Managers who are trying to improve their behavior and/or develop new skills must also balance their energy between the developmental efforts themselves and the management of others' perceptions about the changes. The fact is that a manager's reputation often lags behind whatever the reality of that individual's behavior might be. A senior executive interviewed described this challenge as it related to one potential derailer: 
